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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
AUTOMATING AN INSPECTION
PROCEDURE

CROSS REFERENCES TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a Continuation Application of currently
pending and allowed U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/872,
041 filed Jun. 18, 2004 now U.S. Pat. No. 7,454,050, entitled:
“Method of Automating a Thermographic Inspection Proce-
dure”

FIELD

This invention relates to the field of inspection of persons,
animals, areas, facilities, machinery and equipment for diag-
nosis and treatment in the case of persons and animals, and
surveillance in the case of areas, and trouble-shooting, repair
and preventive maintenance in the case of facilities and equip-
ment. More particularly, this invention relates to infrared
camera and other camera inspection systems used for these
purposes.

BACKGROUND

The visual inspection of persons, animals, machinery, and
equipment and the general surveillance of areas and facilities
is sometimes supplemented by the use of cameras that detect
infrared spectra and provide a visible image of the field of
view. Some of these cameras provide more detailed thermal
information and are called thermographic imaging systems.
Many of these cameras are hand-held, and incorporate micro-
processors with on-board digital memory to capture and
record images. Often the camera has an interface to a laptop
computer which provides additional data management and
storage capability. The visible image provided by thermo-
graphic imaging systems depicts relative temperatures of
observed objects, typically with red tones being used to por-
tray higher temperatures and blue tones used to portray lower
temperatures. Thus when viewing machinery and equipment
the image provides information about the operating condition
of'the machinery and equipment. However, in order to acquire
data that are meaningful for inspection and maintenance of
machinery and equipment it is important that the camera be
properly adjusted and that appropriate images be observed
and recorded by the operator. Improper camera settings, fail-
ure to check important machinery features, and mistakes in
recording inspection results occur frequently enough to cause
significant problems in the implementation of current tech-
nology. Thus, there is a need for better operator training,
improved inspection processes, and more effective data
recording techniques when deploying these cameras for com-
mercial inspection applications.

SUMMARY

In the present invention a method is defined for directing an
inspection process using a programmable infrared camera.
The method includes loading the programmable infrared
camera with an inspection training application software rou-
tine. The inspection training application software routine
describes at least one aspect of the inspection process. The
method further includes running the inspection training appli-
cation software routine to provide training information to an
operator regarding how to perform at least one aspect of the
inspection process.
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Also defined is a method for directing an inspection pro-
cess using a programmable infrared camera where the
method includes loading the programmable infrared camera
with an operator validation application software routine,
where the operator validation application software routine
incorporates at least one validation question associated with
at least one aspect of the inspection process. The method
further includes running the operator validation application
software routine to pose at least one validation question to the
operator and using the programmable infrared camera to indi-
cate the operator’s response to at least one posed validation
question.

In a further embodiment, a method for directing an inspec-
tion process using a programmable camera is established
where the method includes loading the camera with a survey
results application software routine where the survey results
application software routine defines at least one finding for at
least one aspect of the inspection process in terms of multi-
vector representation of a plurality of dissimilar classifica-
tions and defines a plurality of grading levels for at least one
classification. The method also includes running the survey
results application software routine to assign at least one
grading level to at least one of the classifications of at least
one of the findings.

Yet another embodiment defines a different method for
directing an inspection process using a programmable infra-
red camera. This method includes loading the programmable
infrared camera with a survey template application software
routine where the survey template application software rou-
tine describes at least one aspect of the inspection process.
The method continues by running the survey template appli-
cation software routine to instruct an operator to inspect the
vicinity of an area and to guide the operator through at least
one aspect of the inspection process.

In another aspect the invention provides an infrared inspec-
tion camera for conducting an inspection process, where the
camera includes a housing, a lens mounted in an opening in
the housing, and an infrared focal plane array mounted in the
housing in a position to receive infrared radiation from the
lens. A microprocessor is mounted in the housing and con-
nected to the infrared focal play array for receiving image
data from the focal plane array. An input device is also opera-
tively connected to the microprocessor to accept input data
from an operator. A data storage memory is operatively con-
nected to the microprocessor, the data storage memory for
storing operator proficiency application software that pro-
vides training information, for recording image data received
by the microprocessor from the infrared focal plane array, for
storing image data from the microprocessor, and for storing
input from the input device. A display is operatively con-
nected to the microprocessor for displaying the image data,
the training information, and the input data to the operator. A
power distribution system provides power. The infrared
inspection camera also includes a microprocessor operating
system installed in the microprocessor for controlling the
flow of data between the microprocessor and (a) the infrared
focal plane array, (b) the data storage memory, (c) the display,
and (d) the input device under the direction of the operator
proficiency application software.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Further advantages of the invention are apparent by refer-
ence to the detailed description when considered in conjunc-
tion with the figures, which are not to scale so as to more
clearly show the details, wherein like reference numbers indi-
cate like elements throughout the several views, and wherein:
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FIG. 1 is a flowchart of the environment for conducting an
inspection process and a method for conducting an inspection
process according to the invention.

FIG. 2 is a template of an area survey parameter according
to the invention.

FIG. 3 is a template of a different area survey parameter
according to the invention.

FIG. 4 is a template of a different area survey parameter
according to the invention.

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of a template of a different
area survey parameter according to the invention.

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram of a template of a different
area survey parameter according to the invention.

FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram of a template of a different
area survey parameter according to the invention.

FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram of a template of a different
area survey parameter

FIG. 9 is an example of one page of a report produced
according to the invention.

FIG. 10 is an example of one page of a report produced
according to the invention.

FIG. 11 is diagrammatic illustration of an infrared inspec-
tion camera according to the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The automated thermographic inspection process expands
the art for infrared inspection processes. Through the use of
automation, less skilled and less well trained operators are
able to use more sophisticated and more capable infrared
inspection systems used by inspectors, technicians, security
personnel, engineers, and others who depend on infrared
imaging for thermography or surveillance other inspections
used to discern, differentiate, or identify characteristics
revealed by temperature and/or emissivity variations in
equipment, machinery, animals, people, or other substances.

In the most preferred embodiments, the process involves
the use of a portable programmable focal plane array infrared
(IR) camera that includes an un-cooled radiometric infrared
focal plane array plus visible camera built into a lightweight,
hand-held package with onboard data storage memory, a Liq-
uid Crystal Display (LCD) or similar display for displaying
image data, a microprocessor, a microprocessor operating
system, and an interactive user interface that includes an input
device for accepting operator input data.

In many embodiments the input device is a “thumb-mouse”
mounted on the camera body. The thumb-mouse has a button
that can be tilted in a plurality of directions, and input selec-
tions can be triggered by depressing the button. In other
embodiments the input device is merely an “A or B” position
switch or touch screen or touch pad or similar functioning
user interface device. In some embodiments the input device
is a keyboard that is either integral to the camera or attached
externally. The input device is used to collect an operator’s
response to a prompt made by the application software. The
prompt may be a visual or audio cue such as a question or a list
of alternative actions, and the types of responses include
bimodal (yes/no, true/false, etc.) responses, multiple choice
(A, B, C, or D) responses, and free form text or numerical
responses. In preferred embodiments, information regarding
the response is recorded in the on-board data storage memory
and includes identification of the prompt and identification of
the response. These interactive features provide support for
the operator that is customized for his/her needs and are
designed to accommodate the specific requirements of a par-
ticular inspection process.
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This portable programmable focal plane array infrared
camera system may be used in conjunction with an external
station, such as a desktop personal computer, a workstation,
or a server on which software resides for managing informa-
tion transmitted to and from the portable imaging system.

Preferably, operator proficiency application software is
also installed on the portable camera. Examples of operator
proficiency application software are inspection training
application software routines, operator validation application
software routines, survey template application software rou-
tines, and survey results application software routines, each
of' which will subsequently be described in detail. The opera-
tor proficiency application software may be permanently
installed in the camera from the factory, or it may be uploaded
from a software repository such as a base workstation or an
internet web site. The applications software may also be
uploaded “live” and displayed on the camera display, prefer-
ably using a thin client application with a wired or wireless
connection. This process of uploading is typically done by the
operator or an inspection supervisor. Preferably, an interface
program is installed with the software repository or the “live”
software source, such that the application software that is
required for a specific inspection process is identified and
uploaded automatically based upon input provided to the
interface program software. The application software is often
used to assist the operator in performing various inspection
processes in the field. These inspection processes include
analyzing, diagnosing, prompting, assisting with fault or
equipment information, integrating images from a visible
camera with an IR camera, setting up a camera, providing
location information, reporting, annotating, adding voice or
text, identifying, printing, and providing PC communica-
tions. In the most preferred embodiments, results of the per-
formance of these inspection processes are communicated
back to the workstation.

FIG. 1 depicts an overview of a typical environment for
inspection and identifies steps incorporated in some embodi-
ments of operator proficiency application software methods
that are used for directing an inspection process. Some of the
steps are often internal to the inspection process and some
steps are often external to (not a part of) the process. Step 20
is an element that is often external to the process and consists
of determining the requirements for a specific inspection
process. Typically this step is performed by engineers or
technicians who are familiar with the item to be inspected and
systematically identify factors that need to be included in the
process. Step 22 is an element that is sometimes external to
the process. It constitutes identifying operator proficiency
application software that is appropriate for the specific
inspection process identified in Step 20. Step 22 is also may
be performed manually by engineers or technicians, although
in preferred embodiments the identification of operator pro-
ficiency application software is accomplished automatically
by applications software that controls a software repository.
Step 24 is generally an internal step that consists of loading
the appropriate operator proficiency application software
program into the programmable camera that is going to be
used for the inspection process. In some cases, more than one
operator proficiency application software program is loaded
into the programmable camera. Step 24 is typically per-
formed by the operator selected to conduct the specific
inspection process. Step 26 is also generally an internal step
consisting of running the operator proficiency application
software program, and is conducted by the operator. Step 28,
which is used in some embodiments, consists of collecting
information as the operator proficiency application software
program is running. Preferably the collection of information
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is accomplished automatically by the operator proficiency
application software program. Step 28 is used primarily
where information regarding the results of the inspection
process must be collected. Step 30 is communicating the
results of the inspection process to an external system, such as
a base station or network server. Step 30 is used in some
embodiments where Step 28 has been employed, to report the
results of the inspection process.

An important consideration regarding FIG. 1 is that it pro-
vides the most preferred sequence of steps for using a single
operator proficiency application software program. In some
embodiments several operator proficiency application soft-
ware programs may be used, and in such embodiments one
step may be repeated several times before the next step is
started, or some combinations of steps may be repeated as a
loop, and in some embodiments a step may be eliminated. For
example, several operator proficiency application software
programs may be loaded before the first operator proficiency
application software program is run. Alternately, one operator
proficiency application software program may be loaded and
run before a second operator proficiency application software
program is loaded and run. As another example, one operator
proficiency application software program may be loaded and
run, and information collected regarding the inspection pro-
cess, and the results of the inspection process communicated
to an external base station, and then the entire sequence
repeated for a second operator proficiency application soft-
ware program. Alternately, multiple operator proficiency
application software programs may be loaded with each one
being run, having data collected, and being reported before
the second operator proficiency application software program
being run, having data collected, and being reported. Virtually
any combination of these sequences is possible when using
several particular operator proficiency application software
programs.

One part of many embodiments is providing in-camera
operator training, validation, and certification. Infrared
inspection often involves expensive and dangerous applica-
tions such as power transmission and electrical delivery sys-
tems. A mistake during the inspection process may result in
operator injury or death, or it could lead to property damage
or production outage. Those are some of the justifications for
defining levels of operator certification and associated train-
ing and instruction in preparation for the equipment exami-
nations.

Each inspection process entails a number of different
aspects. Among the different aspects are proper procedures,
safety warnings, location information, and equipment infor-
mation including equipment identification, equipment func-
tions and characteristics, equipment normal and abnormal
thermal signatures, and information about auxiliary tests (be-
sides infrared thermography) that may be useful in assessing
the equipment’s performance.

Generally, modern infrared cameras are easily packed into
a suitcase and shipped from one location to another, and may
be interchanged from one operator to another. While almost
anyone can power-up an infrared camera and view the visible
image it produces, specific operator skills are needed in
advance of “certified inspections.” Such skills may be
acquired through a process of training or certification testing.

In some embodiments presented herein, the training and
certification is accomplished using media on-board the IR
camera system by installing an inspection training applica-
tion software routine on-board the camera. Such software
may, for example, provide audio-visual information such as a
Microsoft® Powerpoint® presentation with audio informa-
tion. Alternately, an Adobe® Acrobat® presentation may be
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executed using the portable display without audio. The
inspection training application software routine training
course may include interactive features so that the operator
receives and responds to fixed sequential or variably branched
prompts.

In preferred embodiments the inspection training applica-
tion software routine provides training information that
includes procedural instructions, such as how to remove the
cover from a piece of equipment, or how to set the operational
mode of a piece of equipment so that its thermal profile can
properly be inspected. In another form, the training informa-
tion may be a safety class that the operator completes at the
outset of a new survey. The safety class may include a safety
warning instruction such as “Use the portable AC hipot tester
to make certain the power is off before proceeding!” In gen-
eral, the training information provides at least one description
of at least one aspect of an inspection process.

As subsequently described in further detail, the inspection
training application software routine may interact with a
simple or a complex validation or certification test as needed
to assure satisfactory completion of necessary requirements
for performance, safety, or effectiveness.

Many embodiments incorporate an operator validation
application software routine. The concept of validation as
used herein is also called by many other names including but
not limited to the following list: certify or certification, verify
or verification, validate or validation, authenticate or authen-
tication, qualify or qualification, notary or notarization,
accredit or accreditation, etc. The purpose of the operator
validation application software routine is to validate that the
operator is sufficiently knowledgeable about a particular
aspect of an inspection process. To do this, the validation
application software will pose to the operator one or more
validation questions associated with that aspect of the inspec-
tion process and indicate the operator’s responses. Examples
of validation questions would be questions directed at ascer-
taining the operator’s understanding of classifications of find-
ings, or questions designed to determine the operator’s per-
formance level. Other validation questions may relate to
safety issues, training records, location familiarity, or equip-
ment familiarity. The operator answers these questions and
the application software collects the responses. The valida-
tion questions together with the operator’s responses consti-
tute validation information that assess the operator’s qualifi-
cations to perform at least one aspect of an inspection.
Validation information includes at least one validation ques-
tion associated with at least one aspect of an inspection pro-
cess and at least one correct answer to at least one validation
question is generally required to confirm that an operator is
sufficiently knowledgeable about a particular aspect of an
inspection process. In preferred embodiments, acceptable
validation information is required before authorizing an
inspection, i.e., before the application software will permit
the operator to conduct the inspection.

Some inspections require certified inspectors. To accom-
modate this requirement, in some embodiments the applica-
tion software routines include the collection of certification
information. This involves having the application software
pose certification questions to the operator, where the certi-
fication questions are questions associated with at least one
aspect of the inspection process. The number of certification
questions posed is sufficient to certify the operator for at least
one aspect of the inspection process if a sufficient number of
the operator’s responses are correct. The certification ques-
tions together with the operator’s responses constitute certi-
fication information that is used by a certification algorithm to
assess the operator’s qualifications to perform an inspection.
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Certification information includes a plurality of certification
questions, and the operator’s responses to the plurality of
certification questions, and a determination of the operator’s
certification. The determination of the operator’s certification
status is made by using the certification algorithm to calculate
whether the number of the operator’s correct responses is
sufficient to certify the operator for at least one aspect of the
inspection process. The certification information then identi-
fies which aspect of the inspection process the operator is
certified to perform. In preferred embodiments, acceptable
certification information is required before authorizing an
inspection, i.e., before the application software will permit
the operator to conduct the inspection.

Another element of some embodiments is the automation
of the area survey process through the use of an on-board
survey template application software routine. An area survey
is generally a randomized and unstructured process. Most
people are naturally inclined to use an infrared inspection
system like they would their human eyes during a visual
inspection. They enter a new location gaze around everything
in the vicinity to get a big picture before approaching one or
another item for closer inspection. A person’s gaze takes in
literally thousands of bits of information very rapidly. With-
out much effort the operator quickly discerns where problems
may be found because extreme or unusual images are easily
distinguished with the eye. Sometimes before you even real-
ize what piece of equipment you are looking at, you know that
something is wrong.

In the most preferred embodiments, the survey template
application software routine automates the process of area
survey inspection several ways. First, the automated thermo-
graphic inspection process is fault-centered, rather than
equipment centered. This means that the operator is prompted
to identify and to report problems that are observed regardless
of where or when they are observed. In preferred embodi-
ments the survey template application software routine is also
exception based which means that records are established for
exceptions and little is documented unless there is a problem.
To accomplish this, exception identification information is
provided to the operator. The exception identification infor-
mation may include a list of locations to check for abnormal
conditions, a list of problems that are often encountered with
a particular type of equipment, a fault-tree analysis diagram,
a trouble-shooting guide, a list of previously-identified prob-
lems with a particular piece of equipment, and so forth.

In order to perform an area survey, preferably the user
employs a portable infrared system with on-board computer
that is programmed using the survey template application
software routine to guide him or her through the area survey.
This involves defining area survey parameters for different
aspects of the survey process.

Generally, one of the first area survey parameters of the
survey template application software routine is specifying an
area to be surveyed. This can be a descriptive designator such
as “Motor Control Center CT345” or it may simply be
sequential area “3.” Next the operator is instructed to search
for characteristic faults that are sometimes found in that vicin-
ity. When a fault is found, the operator is taught to log the
fault, add appropriate information, take visible and infrared
images as needed, and provide an interpretation of the nature
of the fault.

Another element of the survey template application soft-
ware routine is defining area survey parameters that are to be
identified when a fault is found in an area. Generally the first
area survey parameter that the operator identifies is the spe-
cific location or equipment where the fault is found. This may
be accomplished using a visual method, such as reading a

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

nameplate or recognizing the machine. It may also be accom-
plished using a tagging system such as barcode, radio-fre-
quency identification, touch-button identification, or even a
global positioning system or other general locator. In any
case, the objective is to document the specific place where the
fault is found.

In preferred embodiments, the survey template application
software routine helps lesser-trained operators understand the
types of equipment on which unusual findings are often
observed. FIGS. 2, 3, and 4 are examples of templates used to
assist an operator in performing an inspection. In preferred
embodiments, both the graphical and the textual information
are presented on the viewing screen of the portable infrared
camera system. Typically some scrolling of the information
on the screen is required. In these examples the templates are
used to describe area survey parameters regarding an item of
equipment that is being inspected in terms of its function, its
distinctive physical attributes, and its infrared image charac-
teristics. For example, an operator who is new to substation
monitoring can use the in-camera information depicted in
FIG. 2 and FIG. 3, which in whole or part is displayed on the
camera’s viewing screen, to determine if he is looking at a
lightning arrestor or a load tap changer. As another example,
when an inexperienced operator using the IR inspection sys-
tem is performing a survey and encounters an anomaly in a
Transformer Cooling System; he or she may bring up in the
portable system the descriptive information of FIG. 4. From
this description the operator can look for suggested fault
conditions. In this case if the operator finds cooling fans
operating in reverse and one cold radiator is cold, then he can
log fault conditions requiring corrective action in both opera-
tion and failure prediction categories as described in the fol-
lowing sections.

In preferred embodiments, the survey template application
software routine helps lesser-trained operators understand the
types of equipment on which unusual findings are often
observed. FIGS. 2, 3, and 4 are examples of templates used to
assist an operator in performing an inspection. In preferred
embodiments, both the graphical and the textual information
are presented on the viewing screen of the portable infrared
camera system. Typically some scrolling of the information
on the screen is required. For example, the full text in FIG. 2
may include the information presented in Table 1, the full text
in FIG. 3 may include the information presented in Table 2,
and the fill text in FIG. 4 may include the information pre-
sented in Table 3.

TABLE 1

Lightening Arrester Function: Lightning arresters (LA’s) protect
electrical equipment from damaging surges from lightning. The
location of an LA in the circuit will help to distinguish it from similar
looking components, such as standoff insulators. The LA is usually
connected to the bus with a section of cable that provides no physical
support of the bus. It is usually the first component in the circuit. In
other words, when an incoming line enters a substation yard, the first
component on that line is usually the LA. The same holds true for the
incoming lines to a transformer.

Lightening Arrester Unique Characteristics: Physically, LA’s look
similar to a standoff insulator, but with several minor differences. The
LA has a large ground cable connected at the bottom and it runs
down the structure that connects to the station ground. Sometimes a
fault meter is installed in this ground cable to record any lighting-to-
ground events.

IR Analysis: The normal thermal signature is ambient. The most
common IR anomaly is a high resistance connection at the top of the
bushing, either in the pad or bushing adapter. The adapter is a
separate piece that screws on to the main stud, and looks like a

larger version of the main stud. Be aware that the adapter-to-stud
connection can fault and cause heating. A micro ohm reading can be
taken to pinpoint the high resistance and to confirm the repair.
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TABLE 2

Load Tap Changer Function: As the system load changes, the
load tap changer (LTC) changes tap position, which changes the
voltage output of the transformer. This maintains the proper
operating voltage to the system being fed. Consider the LTC to
be an oil circuit breaker that gets an enormous amount of work.
It is driven by a motor and mechanical linkage. In most cases
the motors are in an adjacent cabinet; but in some of the older
units the motors are located inside the LTC compartment and
are operated completely submerged under the oil.

Load Tap Changer Unique Characteristics: An LTC is a set of
movable and stationary contacts that are enclosed in a separate
compartment and attached to the main tank of a transformer.
The LTC compartment is oil filled and either vented to the
atmosphere, sealed or gas blanketed. Flexible leads from the
transformer section enter the LTC compartment through holes in
an insulated board between the two compartments. The holes
have oil seals around the cables to keep the LTC oil separate
from the main tank oil. These seals can be damaged by heat

and will allow leakage of oil between compartments. The cables
connect the transformer winding to the LTC.

Load Tap Changer IR Analysis: Any heat present in the LTC
compartment is conducted through the insulation board from the
transformer section of the unit. Under normal conditions the
LTC compartment will be 5 C to 10 C cooler than the main tank at
the same elevation. Even a 1 C rise should be investigated. The
LTC is not a heat source under any load condition.

TABLE 3

Transformer Cooling System Function: To maintain and regulate

the proper cooling for the main winding section of a transformer.
Transformer Cooling System Unique Characteristics: There are
several different cooling system configurations. OA/FA/FOA/FOW
are some of the abbreviations found on transformer nameplates. OA
stands for Oil/Air: This means the cooling system uses oil to air for the
transfer of heat energy without the use of pumps or fans. FA or
Forced Air means that the cooling is aided by fans, but without any
pumps to circulate the oil. With both of these systems the oil
circulates through the radiators or heat exchangers by normal
convection only. The oil flow path through all transformer-cooling
systems is; into the radiator on the top and discharge back into the
main tank on the bottom. FOA or Forced Oil and Air mean that the
system uses both pumps and fans for the cooling of oil. FOW or
Forced Oil and Water means that the heat exchanger on this type is
water-cooled and does not have the typical radiator configuration.
The cooler is normally a chamber with many tubes inside where the
oil and water exchange heat energy. Some of the older FOW's had
the water cooling tubes running inside the main tank. This works well,
but the repair of leaks can be difficult.

Transformer Cooling System IR Analysis: Approximately 70% of
the cooling takes place in the top one-third of the radiator. A gradual
cooling pattern will be evident from the top to the bottom of the
radiator. Look for abnormal conditions such as: a cold radiator,
indicating low oil in the unit; a blockage; or a closed valve or a pump
that is not circulating oil. When possible, turn on all fans and pumps
and allow them run for at least 15 minutes prior to the IR scan. This
allows the motors, bearings, and control system to come up to
operating temperature. At that time check the wiring, connections
and all electrical components in the control cabinets. A loss of
cooling can shorten the life of a transformer or cause a catastrophic
failure.

A common problem that is usually overlooked is cooling fans
operating in reverse. Feel for the direction of airflow and compare the
temperature of the discharge air through the radiators. Over time, the
cooling fins will build up dirt and other contaminants, which hinders
the cooling process. Measure the inlet temperatures compared to the
outlet temperatures of each radiator. This will help to determine that
proper heat exchange is occurring. It is also advisable to check the
volume of airflow with a flow meter.

Note:

Be aware of static electrification. This is a condition, which may occur while
running pumps on a lightly loaded, or zero loaded cold transformer. Some
catastrophic failures have been attributed to static electrification.

In these examples the templates are used to describe area
survey parameters regarding an item of equipment that is
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being inspected in terms of its function, its distinctive physi-
cal attributes, and its infrared image characteristics. For
example, an operator who is new to substation monitoring can
use the in-camera information depicted in FIG. 2 and FIG. 3,
which in whole or part is displayed on the camera’s viewing
screen, to determine if he is looking at a lightning arrestor or
a load tap changer. As another example, when an inexperi-
enced operator using the IR inspection system is performing
asurvey and encounters an anomaly in a Transformer Cooling
System; he or she may bring up in the portable system the
descriptive information of FIG. 4. From this description the
operator can look for suggested fault conditions. In this case
if the operator finds cooling fans operating in reverse and one
cold radiator is cold, then he can log fault conditions requiring
corrective action in both operation and failure prediction cat-
egories as described in the following sections.

FIG. 5 presents an alternate example of an inspection tem-
plate that is used in some embodiments of a survey template
application software routine. This template presents a
sequence of inspection requirements that is relevant to a par-
ticular inspection process. FIG. 6 presents a further alternate
example of a template, where the physical layout of two items
of'equipment are portrayed. FIG. 7 depicts a checklist form of
a template. FIG. 8 illustrates a template showing the location
of a particular component in a system.

In preferred embodiments, the application software
requires confirmation that the latest approved templates are
loaded into the camera before the application software will
permit the operator to conduct the inspection. Such confir-
mation may be obtained by requiring the operator to assert
that the templates are up-to-date or by uploading the tem-
plates prior to conducting the inspection, or by some other
verifiable method. The term “prior to” means an interval of
time that is sufficiently close to the start of the inspection,
such that there is reasonable certainty that the application
software routine (e.g. the templates) are a currently valid
version. The appropriate interval of time is dependent on such
factors as how frequently the software is updated and how
critical the inspection is.

In preferred embodiments, the automated thermographic
inspection process resolves complex data into practical and
understandable results (i.e., findings) using a survey results
application software routine. Generally, a single infrared sur-
vey involves countless temperature measurements taken from
thousands of components. The amount of data is immense.
Without the automated thermographic inspection process, a
successful inspection depends upon human operators being
vigilant and consistent in determining which temperature
measurements are worth documenting and deciding how to
report them. That process leaves room for inconsistency,
missed findings, and errors.

Preferred embodiments employ a survey results applica-
tion software routine for resolving complex data into one of a
plurality of dissimilar classifications. In one embodiment, the
approach is to classify all findings as “failure predictions,”
“operational conditions,” or “design characteristics.” Fault
lists may be created with each fault categorized under one or
more of these classifications. For example, a relatively hot
connection on a circuit breaker panel may indicate that a
failure is in progress or may simply indicate that the power is
flowing through that connection. If the connection is failing,
the infrared inspection system can be used to monitor the
progression of the failure over time and help if the condition
is incipient or near late-stage catastrophic failure. It is appro-
priate to use multiple measurements over time to trend and
thereby predict catastrophic failure. On the other hand, if the
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heat is simply due to power being turned on (e.g., normal
operation), that fact is considered and may or may not need to
be documented.

Some implementations instruct the operator to further
assess and document certain operational conditions to either
verify normal operation or alert to unexpected operation.
Anomalies in operating conditions are quite different from
anomalies associated with failure in progress, and should be
classified differently.

As previously indicated, in some embodiments the process
is used to document observed design or quality factors. These
factors are different from either failure predictions or opera-
tional conditions. For example, the insulation system in an
exterior wall is supposed to have R-12 insulation. However,
an infrared survey on a cold night outside the building may
reveal far lower insulation is actually in place for one section
of'a the wall. In this case the specification or design or quality
was below acceptable standard.

In preferred embodiments, one step in the process of
resolving complex data involves grouping faults or findings
into three generally exclusive and dissimilar categories such
as “failure,” “operational,” and “design.” Another step is the
assignment of alarm or severity level for each category. Such
characterizations are called grading levels, and typically this
is done by assigning one of three or five different grading
levels for each finding category. One implementation may
describe three grading levels, e.g., “normal,” “alert,” and
“fault” Five grading levels may be described as “Normal,”
“Low Alert,” “High Alert,” “Low Fault,” and “High Fault.”
Human action or intervention is recommended when the con-
dition reaches a particular level such as “Fault” on the three-
level method or “High Fault” on the five-level method. Color
is often used to in association with alarm or severity status.
Representations used in some embodiments are depicted in

Table 4.
TABLE 4
Alarm or Severity Significance Color
High Fault The problem is extreme. Red
Low Fault Problem identified needing human Red
action to be taken
High Alert Warning of impending action Yellow
required
Low Alert Differences are noticed Yellow
Normal Nothing unusual to report Green

In preferred embodiments, one may chose to graphically
represent the status values for failure, operation, and design.
This could be done different ways such as in the form of a bar
graph or multi-dimensional representation. In a simple
embodiment, the results are portrayed as a numerical dataset.
For example, the results could be (1,4), (2,0), (3,2), where the
first number in the set represents the category and the second
number represents the grading level. In the most preferred
embodiments a multi-vector graphical representation is used.
For example, in a duo-vector representation, one category
may be depicted on the abscissa and a second category
depicted on the ordinate of orthogonal axes. The severity level
may be depicted as increasing numerical values starting at the
intersection (origin) with levels of alarm or severity increas-
ing as the distance from the origin increases. A tri-vector
representation adds a third dimension to the graphical repre-
sentation. An example of a tri-vector graphical representation
is shown in FIG. 9, which is discussed in detail later.

It is possible and practical to integrate findings from alter-
nate sources in addition to infrared inspection information
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into a multi-category format. For example, one may record
observations including process variables such as temperature,
pressure, and flow conditions while accomplishing infrared
surveys. These operational conditions can contribute to the
overall findings. The same can be applied to information or
data gained from associated condition monitoring informa-
tion such as vibration analysis or ultrasonic analysis or oil
analysis information. All of these can be interpreted in a form
similar to that shown in the Table 4. Those findings can be
accumulated along with infrared observations during an
infrared survey.

Generally, all of the findings associated with each classifi-
cation category are considered in the assignment of an overall
severity level for each category (e.g., for “failure,” “opera-
tion,” and “design”). Normally, when multiple parameters or
anomalies in one category are considered, the highest one
determines the overall level. However, to avoid nuisance
alarming, false negatives, and false positives; consideration
may be given to multiple measurements, data, and informa-
tion from various sources when determining the overall val-
ues for each of these three categories. By resolving the com-
plex data from infrared surveys into these three dimensions
(categories) and assigning a grading level to each, anyone
who reads the report can easily interpret the significance of
the findings.

To further facilitate reporting, a preferred embodiment
incorporates a portable system that is carried back to the base
station periodically to download information and upload his-
torical and other information. The invention may also be
applied to accomplish the same end result using wireless
communication with a host database or using a thin-client or
other “dumb” terminal application. If the portable system is
robust enough, some or all of the functions may be performed
entirely on a computer system imbedded in the portable IR
system. On the other hand, many of the functions described
may be accomplished using download-only communication
with the portable system.

In a preferred embodiment, the survey results application
software routine recommends a follow-on step to the operator
if a pre-defined threshold is crossed. Logical observations and
actions are initiated based upon findings or anomalies
detected during the survey. A threshold may be set for each
category based upon a grading level. The follow-on step may
be a recommended additional observation, an additional
action, an additional recording, or some other activity that is
logically suggested by crossing the threshold for a specific
category. For example, the observation that an electrical cou-
pling is exceptionally hot may trigger recommendation for
these logical actions:

visually inspect coupling,

visually photograph coupling,

CAUTION!  LOCK-OUT

APPROACH!.

One benefit of most preferred embodiments is an auto-
mated reporting process that is far beyond what could be done
earlier. Adobe® PDF or MS Word® or other type reports may
be fully formatted in the portable IR system at the completion
of the area survey. Two examples of one page of a report are
provided in FIGS. 9 and 10.

A preferred embodiment of the automated thermographic
inspection system is implemented in a hardware configura-
tion as illustrated in FIG. 11 where an inspection camera 50 is
depicted in a partial cutaway schematic representation. The
inspection camera 50 has a housing 52 with a lens 54 on one
surface of the housing 52. The lens 54 focuses electromag-
netic radiation onto an imaging array 56 located in the camera
50. In the most preferred embodiments, lens 54 is an infrared

TAG-OUT  BEFORE
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lens and imaging array 56 is an infrared focal plane array. For
some embodiments, particularly embodiments involving
multi-vector representation of a plurality of dissimilar clas-
sifications, lens 54 may be transmissive to either visible light
or infrared photons or to both, and the imaging array 56 may
be a sensitive to either visible light or infrared photons or to
both. A microprocessor 58 accepts image data from the image
array 56 through interface 60. Microprocessor 58 includes
microprocessor operating system software and application
software. In many embodiments microprocessor 58 includes
a central processing unit (CPU), a memory controller, at least
one input/output (I/O) transceiver, at least one clock genera-
tor, buffers, communication buses, and a voltage regulation
and power distribution subsystem. Microprocessor 58
accesses a data storage memory 62 through an interface 64. A
user input device, such as a thumb-mouse 66, is connected to
microprocessor 58 through interface 68. A display 70 is
driven by microprocessor 68 through interface 72. Preferably
a communications adapter 74 is connected to microprocessor
68 through interface 76 to permit uploading and downloading
of'information to and from the data storage memory 62. Most
preferably, communications adapter 74 is a wireless commu-
nication link,

The embodiment depicted in FIG. 11 includes a power
source 78 that includes a battery 80 connected to an electronic
power supply 82 through interface 84. Power source 78 is part
of the power distribution system for inspection camera 50.
Power supply 82 includes an externally accessible switch 83
for turning inspection camera 50 off and on. Power supply 82
is connected to microprocessor 58 through interface 86. In
some embodiments microprocessor 58 distributes power
through interfaces to other components using its voltage regu-
lation and power distribution subsystem. In some embodi-
ments interface 86 includes a voltage bus that provides at least
a portion of the power distribution to other components of
inspection camera 50 through interfaces not depicted in FIG.
11. In some embodiments battery 80 is a rechargeable battery.
In some embodiments an alternate to battery 78 is used, such
as an ac/dc voltage transformer that is connected between the
power supply 82 and standard distributed utility ac power. In
a further alternate embodiment power source 78 may com-
prise an external electrovoltaic source of energy that connects
directly to interface 86 thereby eliminating battery 78 and
power supply 82.

In the most preferred embodiments, inspection camera 50
is a portable infrared inspection camera system that is easily
hand-carried by an operator. The housing 52 represents this
hand-carried package. In alternate embodiments there are
advantages to having the ability to separate components
shown in FIG. 11. For example one may remove the display
70 from the rest of the items in housing 52 using a cable or
wireless interface. In another example one may use a cable or
wireless interface 68 or separate the lens 54 and imaging array
56 from the remainder of the items in housing 52. In a third
example, one may use a cable or wireless interface to connect
the user input device (e.g., thumb-mouse 66, or akeyboard) to
the inspection camera 50. In such cases the connection to the
inspection camera 50 is preferably made through communi-
cations adapter 74. In a fourth example, one may place the
storage memory 62 on an external device, again using cable or
wireless interface to transmit data to and from the storage
memory. These and other configurations for separating and
combining functions portrayed in FIG. 11 are relevant to
various alternate embodiments.

Continuing with FIG. 11, certain embodiments may
include a speaker 88 for audible communication from the
inspection camera 50 to the operator. Speaker 88 is shown
connected to microprocessor 58 through interface 90. In some
embodiments, speaker 88 may include sufficient integral
electronics such that it is optionally connected to data storage
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memory 62 through interface 92. Some embodiments may
include a microphone 94 as a user input device or for pro-
cessing or recording voice and other audio information.
Microphone 94 is shown connected to microprocessor 56
through interface 96. In some embodiments microphone 94
may include sufficient integral electronics such that it is
optionally connected to data storage memory 62 as shown
through interface 98. In some configurations image array 56
may also include sufficient integral electronics such that it is
optionally connected to display 70 through interface 100 or
optionally be connected to data storage memory 62 as shown
through interface 102. Also in some embodiments data stor-
age memory 62 or communications adapter 74 may include
sufficient integral electronics such that they are connected
through interface 104.

In preferred embodiments the application software in
microprocessor 58 comprises operator proficiency applica-
tion software that provides training information through dis-
play 70. In some embodiments the operator proficiency appli-
cation software collects validation information using
information stored in data storage memory 62 and input pro-
vided by an operator using an input device such as thumb-
mouse 66. In some embodiments the operator proficiency
application software collects certification information using
information stored in data storage memory 62 and input pro-
vided by an operator using an input device such as thumb-
mouse 66.

The foregoing descriptions of preferred embodiments for
this invention have been presented for purposes of illustration
and description. They are not intended to be exhaustive or to
limit the invention to the precise form disclosed. Obvious
modifications or variations are possible in light of the above
teachings. The embodiments are chosen and described in an
effort to provide the best illustrations of the principles of the
invention and its practical application, and to thereby enable
one of ordinary skill in the art to utilize the invention in
various embodiments and with various modifications as are
suited to the particular use contemplated. All such modifica-
tions and variations are within the scope of the invention as
determined by the appended claims when interpreted in
accordance with the breadth to which they are fairly, legally,
and equitably entitled.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for directing an inspection process using a
programmable visible light camera, the method comprising

(a) loading the programmable camera with a survey tem-
plate application software routine where the survey tem-
plate application software routine describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(b) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to instruct an operator to inspect the vicinity of an
area and to guide the operator through the at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(c) where loading the programmable camera with a survey
template application software routine comprises
uploading at least a portion of the survey template appli-
cation software routine from a software repository, and

(d) where using a programmable camera comprises using a
programmable camera with a wireless communication
link and further comprises wirelessly uploading at least
a portion of the survey template application software
routine using the wireless communication link.

2. The method of claim 1 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera.

3. The method of claim 1 comprising using a program-
mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera
having a single imaging array.

4. A method for directing an inspection process using a
programmable visible light camera, the method comprising
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(a) loading the programmable camera with a survey tem-
plate application software routine where the survey tem-
plate application software routine describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(b) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to instruct an operator to inspect the vicinity of an
area and to guide the operator through the at least one
aspect of the inspection process, and

(c) identifying a location within the vicinity of the area
using a global positioning system.

5. The method of claim 4 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera.

6. The method of claim 4 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera
having a single imaging array.

7. A method for directing an inspection process using a

programmable visible light camera, the method comprising

(a) loading the programmable camera with a survey tem-
plate application software routine where the survey tem-
plate application software routine describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process, and

(b) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to instruct an operator to inspect the vicinity of an
area and to guide the operator through the at least one
aspect of the inspection process, wherein the running
step further comprises running the survey template
application software routine to display a checklist.

8. The method of claim 7 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera.

9. The method of claim 7 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera
having a single imaging array.

10. A method for directing an inspection process using a

programmable visible light camera, the method comprising

(a) loading the programmable camera with a survey tem-
plate application software routine where the survey tem-
plate application software routine describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(b) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to instruct an operator to inspect the vicinity of an
area and to guide the operator through the at least one
aspect of the inspection process, and

(c) uploading historical information to the programmable
camera.

11. The method of claim 10 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera.

12. The method of claim 10 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera
having a single imaging array.

13. A method for directing an inspection process using a

programmable visible light camera, the method comprising

(a) loading the programmable camera with a survey tem-
plate application software routine where the survey tem-
plate application software routine describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(b) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to instruct an operator to inspect the vicinity of an
area and to guide the operator through the at least one
aspect of the inspection process,

(c) running the survey template application software rou-
tine to prompt the operator to perform steps in a survey,
and

(d) creating a record of that survey.

14. The method of claim 13 comprising using a program-

mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera.
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15. The method of claim 13 comprising using a program-
mable combined visible light and infrared radiation camera
having a single imaging array.

16. A programmable camera for inspecting a process com-
prising:

an image array configured to receive electromagnetic
radiation and produce image data;

an input device operatively connected to a microprocessor
and configured to generate input data;

a data storage memory operatively connected to the micro-
processor, the data storage memory configured for stor-
ing application software and for recording the image
data and for storing the input data;

a display operatively connected to the microprocessor for
displaying at least a portion of the image data, at least a
portion of the application software, and at least a portion
of the input;

a microprocessor operating system installed in the micro-
processor for managing the flow of data between the
microprocessor and (a) the image array, (b) the data
storage memory, (c) the display, and (d) the input device
under the direction of the application software; and

a wireless communication connection for uploading the
application software from a software repository and the
application software comprises a survey template appli-
cation software routine that (a) describes at least one
aspect of the inspection process and (b) provides instruc-
tions to an operator to inspect the vicinity of an area and
(c) guides the operator through at least one aspect of the
inspection process.

17. The programmable camera of claim 16 wherein the
image array comprises a single imaging array for sensing
infrared radiation and visible light.

18. A programmable camera for inspecting a process com-
prising:

an image array configured to receive electromagnetic
radiation and produce image data;

an input device operatively connected to a microprocessor
and configured to generate input data;

a data storage memory operatively connected to the micro-
processor, the data storage memory configured for stor-
ing application software and for recording the image
data and for storing the input data;

a display operatively connected to the microprocessor for
displaying at least a portion of the image data, at least a
portion of the application software, and at least a portion
of the input; a microprocessor operating system installed
in the microprocessor for managing the flow of data
between the microprocessor and (a) the image array, (b)
the data storage memory, (c) the display, and (d) the
input device under the direction of the application soft-
ware; and

a global positioning system; wherein the application soft-
ware comprises a survey template application software
routine that (a) describes at least one aspect of the
inspection process and (b) provides instructions to an
operator to inspect the vicinity of an area and (c¢) guides
the operator through at least one aspect of the inspection
process, and (d) identifies a location within the vicinity
of the area using the global positioning system.

19. The programmable camera of claim 18 wherein the
image array comprises a single imaging array for infrared
radiation and visible light.

20. A programmable camera for inspecting a process com-
prising:

an image array configured to receive electromagnetic
radiation and produce image data;
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an input device operatively connected to a microprocessor
and configured to generate input data;

a data storage memory operatively connected to the micro-
processor, the data storage memory configured for stor-
ing application software and for recording the image
data and for storing the input data;

a display operatively connected to the microprocessor for
displaying at least a portion of the image data, at least a
portion of the application software, and at least a portion
of'the input; and

a microprocessor operating system installed in the micro-
processor for managing the flow of data between the
microprocessor and (a) the image array, (b) the data
storage memory, (c) the display, and (d) the input device
under the direction of the application software;

wherein the application software comprises a survey tem-
plate application software routine that (a) describes at
least one aspect of the inspection process, and (b) pro-
vides instructions to an operator to inspect the vicinity of
an area and (c) guides the operator through at least one
aspect of the inspection process and (d) displays a
checklist.

21. The programmable camera of claim 20 wherein the
image array comprises a single imaging array for sensing
infrared radiation and visible light.

22. A programmable camera for inspecting a process com-
prising:

an image array configured to receive electromagnetic
radiation and produce image data;

an input device operatively connected to a microprocessor
and configured to generate input data;

a data storage memory operatively connected to the micro-
processor, the data storage memory configured for stor-
ing application software and for recording the image
data and for storing the input data;

a display operatively connected to the microprocessor for
displaying at least a portion of the image data, at least a
portion of the application software, and at least a portion
of' the input;

a microprocessor operating system installed in the micro-
processor for managing the flow of data between the
microprocessor and (a) the image array, (b) the data
storage memory, (c) the display, and (d) the input device
under the direction of the application software; and

an interface for uploading information to the data storage
memory; wherein the application software comprises a
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survey template application software routine that (a)
describes at least one aspect of the inspection process,
and (b) provides instructions to an operator to inspect the
vicinity of an area and (c) guides the operator through at
least one aspect of the inspection process and (d)
uploads historical information to the programmable
camera.

23. The programmable camera of claim 22 wherein the
image array comprises a single imaging array for sensing
infrared radiation and visible light.

24. A programmable camera for inspecting a process com-
prising:

an image array configured to receive electromagnetic
radiation and produce image data;

an input device operatively connected to a microprocessor
and configured to generate input data;

a data storage memory operatively connected to the micro-
processor, the data storage memory configured for stor-
ing application software and for recording the image
data and for storing the input data;

a display operatively connected to the microprocessor for
displaying at least a portion of the image data, at least a
portion of the application software, and at least a portion
of the input; and

a microprocessor operating system installed in the micro-
processor for managing the flow of data between the
microprocessor and (a) the image array, (b) the data
storage memory, (c) the display, and (d) the input device
under the direction of the application software;

wherein the application software comprises a survey tem-
plate application software routine that (a) describes at
least one aspect of the inspection process and (b) pro-
vides instructions to an operator to inspect the vicinity of
an area and (c) guides the operator through at least one
aspect of the inspection process and (d) prompts the
operator to perform steps in a survey and (e) creates a
report of the survey.

25. The programmable camera of claim 24 wherein the
image array comprises a single imaging array for sensing
infrared radiation and visible light.

26. The programmable camera of claim 24 wherein the
application software further comprises instructions for an
audible or visual safety warning provided to the operator.



